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GETTING TO KNOW 
SNAKES 


Snakes are a fascinating part of 
nature. Their colour, movement 
arfd secretive habits make them 
seem more mysterious than 
other animals. For people who 
are especially interested in 
wildlife, snakes are a wonderful 
introduction to the world of 
nature. For one thing they arc 
everywhere: you do not have to 
go into a special park or 
sanctuary to sec a snake. 

Also some snakes like trinkets 
and sand boas are easy to keep in , 
captivity. Many of the great 
naturalists of the world became 
interested in animals through 
pets. Observations of great 
scientific value are made by 
“amateurs'’ who keep a python 
under their bed. or a lizard in a 
shoe box. 

Many parents will not allow 
their children to touch, or even 
go near, a snake. Venomous 
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snakes should certainly not be 
handled. But holding a harmless 
snake quickly dispels the fear of 
all snakes. You learn that snakes 
arc not slimy, and that they arc 
not out to harm you. But first, 
the beginner must learn to 
identify snakes correctly and 
know which ones to avoid. 


Young child with snake 


THE NATURAL HISTORY 
OF SNAKES 

Some years ago Rom was in a 
rain forest in Karnataka, 
collecting snakes for his Snake 
Park in Madras. Just befbre 
sunset he heard the rustle of 
leaves. He looked down, and 
there was a black tail quickly 
disappearing into the hushes. 
Without hesitating, he dived 


after it — and got a big surprise! It 
was a large, 3 -7- -metre king 
cobra which whipped around 
and stood up, mouth open. The 
adventure ended well; the snake 
was caught and became a great 
attraction at the Park. 

Being the largest venomous 
snake in the world, the king 
cobra deserves the first mention 
in a book on Indian snakes. It 
grows to over 5 metres in length 
and is often as thick as a fat 


man’s arm. But the non- 
venomous anaconda of South 
America grows even larger. 
Anacondas are sometimes 9 
metres long and can swallow a 
deer with case. In India the 
reticulated python is the giant 
among snakes, often growing to 
7 to 8 metres. Its more common 
cousin, the rock python, is 
heftier but only grows to 6 
metres. At the other extreme is 
the tiny worm snake. It is hard to 
believe that it really is a snake 
and it is often mistaken for an 
earthworm. A snake may be 
bright green and long, or dull 
brown and short. It may live in 
trees, or deep underground... or 
even in the ocean. It may eat rats 
or birds, fish, and even other 
snakes. So when you are learning 
about snakes, don't expect them 
all to be alike, or to do the same 
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need new skins once in a while. 
The outer, thin layer of their skin 
becomes too tight so they grow a 
new one and crawl out of the old. 



things! • 

Snakes never stop growing; 

but they grow fastest in the first This is called shedding, or 
two years of their lives. As sloughing. Just before shedding 
children always grow out of its skin the snake becomes diiit 
clothes and shoes, so snakes and lazy. After it has shed it 
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looks bright anti alert. This rene- 
wal made the ancient Greeks 
believe that snakes live forever. 

Like us, snakes eat a wide 
variety of food. What they eat 
depends on where they, live, and 
how big they arc. A watersnake, 
for instance, can easily catch and 
swallow frogs and fish. Tree 
snakes often slyly capture a 
young bird from its nest Most of 
the larger land-dwelling snakes 


eat rats. This makes them very 
valuable animals. 

But snakes are easy to please, 
and do not go hungry if they 
don’t get exactly what they want. 
Wc have even seen a cobra 
swallow a metre-long monitor 
lizard. Another one had 
foolishly caught a kingfisher. 
The beak got jammed sideways 
in its throat and had to be 
carefully eased out. ' 


With their strong, muscular 
bixlies and large size, pythons 
can tackle a wide variety of 
animal prey. At the Snake Parc 
they were fed chickens and 
bandicoot rats, but in the wild 
they have a more interesting 
diet. Large pythons have been 
known to overpower leopards 
and sambar. Snakes have a 
system of storing up fat in their 
bodies, so they don’t have to eat 


every day. Smaller snakes feed 
once every few days, but larger 
ones cun go for several weeks, 
and even months, without food. 

Snakes do not chew their food. 
In fact their table manners are 
not dainiy. They swallow their 
food whole. We often see a snake 
catch a frog or rat that seems far 
too big for it to handle. But the 
snake can open its mouth much 
wider than you imagine. Its neck 
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stretches like a tight sock, and 
slowly but surely the food travels 
down the snake's throat. The 
inward-pointing teeth help to 
push it down. 

Snakes mate only with their 
own specie? of snake. During the 
breeding season, female snakes 
leave a trail of scent on the 
ground from their musk glands. 
The musky smell helps males 


find females. Sometimes several 
males are seen chasing the local 
beauty! Some snakes lay eggs. 
The eggs are white and leathery, 
which makes it easy for the 
young to break through at 
hatching time. The female finds 
a safe, sheltered place in which 
to lay her eggs, and some species 
even stay with them until they 
hatch. Others are not so devoted 


and leave the eggs to their fate. 
This, of course, invites attacks 
from monitor lizards, mon- 
gooses and other animals. 

But not all snakes lay eggs. 
Some have living young. 
Actually, they are 

“ovoviviparous”, which means 
that the eggs are incubated 
inside the female’s body. Vine 
snakes, vipers, sea snakes and 
sand boas arc born this way. 

\ baby 


Hatchling snakes may be as 
small as an earthworm or over a 
foot in length, depending on the 
species. 

Life is not easy for them in the 
beginning and they have to 
watch out for many enemies: 
birds, turtles, mongooses and 
even bull frogs. Young snakes 
cat small frogs, mice and insects. 
Nature's timing is perfect and 
snakes usually hatch during the 
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early rains when tadpoles, fish 
and insects are plentiful. 

The snake's most deadly 
enemy is man. He kills snakes 
needlessly, sprays dangerous 
poisons around their homes and 
cuts down the forests in which 
they live. Snpkcs have many 
natural enemies too. The best 
known, of course, is the 
mongoose, that plucky little 
acrobat which seems to get the 
better of the snake every time. 
Wc have watched a crocodile 
catch and eat a large rat snake, 
and monitor lizards feeding on 
dead ones. Birds of prey (like 
eagles) and water birds (herons, 
egrets) kill anc eat snakes. They 
sometimes attack snakes when 
defending a nearby nest with 
eggs or chicks. Recently a friend 
was photographing a cobra 
sitting op. hood spread 
Suddenly, out of the blue, a 
spotted owlet dived down like a 
rocket and hit the cobra on its 
head with its powerful talons. 
The snake died soon after. 
Sometimes nature’s ways are 
12 



cruel too. 

Snakes do not have keen 
eyesight and are often not able to 
recognize objects which are 
quite close -by. Several times, 
when observing a snake in a tree 
or bush closely, wc have found it 
calmly climbing on to us! Once a 
cobra used Rom as a branch to 
get from one tree to another. 
When hunting for food, snakes 
use their sense of smell which is 
sharp Interestingly, the main 


organ of smell is not the nose but 
the tongue. The tongue picks up 
particles of smell from the 
ground by flicking in and out 
when the snake hunts. People 
believe that snakes can hear and 
even respond to music. Seeing 
snakes swaying to the snake- 
charmer's 11 ute they think that 
the snakes are “dancing” to the 
music. This is certainly not true. 


In actual fact, the cobra is 
terrified of the giant man with 
his strange instrument, and is 
keeping an eye on his 
movements. It has been found 
that snakes do hear ' some 
arbome sounds through their 
lungs, bui they mostly respond 
to vibrations. Snakes rclv very 
little on their slight sense of 
hearing. 




WHY PROTECT SNAKES? 


We were out one day in the scrub 
forest outside Madras when we 
came upon a young cowherd 
hacking away at a harmless 
snake. “Why are you killing it 0 " 
we asked. “Because it's there," 
replied the boy promptly. And 
that is the reason why snakes are 
usually killed-just because 


they arc around! Many people 
arc terrified of snakes and 
believe all sorts of strange stories 
about them. II they see one, they 
think it must be killed 
immediately. You often hear of 
someone having killed a snake- 
the postman, mali, your uncle 
who lives on a farm, your cousin 
who was on a school picnic— and 
it is considered a feat of bravery. 
Why can’t we let snakes alone? 
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But there is another reason for 
killing snakes— their skins. 
Snake skins are “tanned" or 
processed and made into wallets, 
handbags, belts and shoes. 
Today the export of snake skins 
is not allowed, but, even so, a 
large illegal trade continues. If 
you sec someone you know 
buying a snake-skin article, be 


sr.ake, sand boa or watersnake, 
and do a small but important 
service to the country. If snakes 
are to be used for their skins, it 
must he done scientifically, after 
making a proper study of their 
numbers. This is what is known 
teday as the management of a 
wildlife resource. Much as a 


farmer manages his crop, 
sure to tell them not to. You may animals too arc grown in 
save the life of a cobra or rat captivity or in fenced lands and a 
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select number .killed for their 
skins, meat and other products- 
this is quite different from 
random -killings. 

What good are snakes to us? 
Actually, they are very valuable 
animals. This is because they eat 
rats; and rats destroy up to half of 
India’s food crops every year. 
You can only really understand 
the damage that rats do if you go 


into the fields during harvest 
time and see rat burrows and 
holes tilled to the brim with 
grain. The irula tribals, who cat 
rats, often find up to 10 kg of rice 
paddy or peanuts in just one rai 
hole. The hard working rats fill 
their cheeks with grain and run 
back and forth from their holes, 
storing up food for the dry 
season. 


Of course, there are other 
animals that eat rats too: birds, 
lizards, crocodiles, jackals and 
many others. But snakes are the 
only ones that can follow and 
catch a rat right down in its hole. 
Very often a snake will cat a rat 
in its burrow, and take over the 
hole for its own use. Over the 
years, we have admired the 
deadly efficiency with which 
snakes catch and kill rodents. 
We have seen pythons strike at 
bandicoots with lightning speed, 
and squeeze them in their 
muscular coils; small tree snakes 
tackling mice and young rats; 
sand boas burrowing their way 


into cunningly made rat holes. 
Nature’s ways of keeping down 
the rat population are far mote 
effective than those of 
man despite his advanced 
technology. Rats soon become 
immune to the deadly pesticides 
that man pours into the ground, 
and quickly learn how to avoid 
getting trapped. Our own house, 
being open, attracts rats from all 
over the neighbourhood, and 
what a time we have trying to 
trap them! They soon learn to 
take the piece of cheese or bread 
from the trap without getting 
caught. So our solution was to 
release several big rat snakes on 
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to our roof, and this seems to 
have helped. Let us give the 
snake his due. lie is the most 
effective rat-trap invented so far. 
' There is another more direct 
way in which snakes help human 
beings. Ttieir venoms have 
proved to be highly interesting 
chemical substances which can 
be used to make drugs. Cobra 
venom is used in the making of 
“Cobroxin”, a medicine for 
relieving intense pain. 

Snake venom has many 
toxins, proteins and enzymes. 
Venom is produced by a pair of 
large salivary glands in the 
snake’s “cheeks”. When a snak? 
bites, it injects venom through a 
pair of hollow teeth called fangs. 
This helps to kill its prey quickly, 
before the prey can defend itself 
or get away. This is important, 
because even a rat can be a 
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powerful enemy, and snakes 
sometimes get badly bitten by 
rats when trying to cat them. 

Another important use of 
venom is the manufacture of 
anti-venom serum, the cure for 
snakebite. 

Predators like snakes are a 
very important link in the chain 
of life that binds animals and 
plants together. And the loss of 
even one lihk in this chain can 
be harmful to all life on earth. 


MYTHS ABOUT SNAKES 

Friends and relatives always 
seem to have fantastic stories to 
tell about snakes. “This one can 
sting with its tail”, or “That one 
strikes at people’s eyes and pecks 
them out”. If you don’t know 
very much about a subject it is 
easy to believe anything strange 
But when you learn about the 
natural history 1 of snakes you 
realize how ridiculous such 
stories are. 

For instance, many people 
believe that snakes drink milk 
At the Snake Park visitors have 
sometimes brought pitchers of 
milk for the snakes- which, 1 
have to admit, went into the stall' 
coffee! A very thirsty snake may- 
take a sip of milk but it is 
certainly not a natural food for 
snakes. Where would snakes get 
milk in the wild? You might as 
well say that tigers drink orange 
juice! But, people may argue that 
snakes suckle milk from cows 
and goats. What they seem to 


forget is that snakes have 
extremely sharp teeth and no 
cow would stand for that. 
Another popular— and untrue- 
myth is that cobras mate with rat 
snakes. Snakes mate only with 
their own kind. There might be 
cases of cross breeding in 
captivity, but it is not a natural 
occurrence. 

These myths do a lot of harm 
to snakes. The easily tamed, 
kindly looking vine snake is 
feared everywhere for its 
supposed habit of pecking out 
.people's eyes. In Tamil it is 
called kiwi) kuihi panibu— eye- 
pecking snake. One day when 
Rom was holding a vine snake, 
telling a group of children that it 
was harmless, it turned around 
and bit him on the nose! "It s not 
an eye pecker, it’s a nose 
pecker!” yelled the delighted 
. children. The bronzeback tree 
snake, which very rarely bites 
and is, of course, not venomous, 
is associated with another 
absurd belief: that after biting 
someone, it climbs a high tree 
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nearby and there waits for the tell them when to chase a rat. 
funeral of its victim! Such stories where to find water— nothing 
arc told and retold, often even by more complicated, 
the educated. The snake does Myths about snakes exist in 
not have a brain that can think other countries too. In America 
beyond feeding, resting and people talk about the hoop 
avoiding enemies. All this it snake. They, say that it puts its 
does by instinct. It cannot think tail in its mouth and becomes 
ahead or plan in the way higher like a hoop, or wheel and chases 
animals like humans can. It is people down hills. Like Indians, 
therefore wrong to attribute many Americans too believe 
complex emotions like revenge that all snakes are venomous, 
and jealousy to snakes. Snakes There is often a fairly simple 
have small, simple brains which explanation for the origins of 
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myths about snakes. Perhaps 
once a harassed vine snake 
struck someone’s eye. Not that 
the soft, pointed nose could do 
any damage, but that could have 
given rise to the eye-pecking 
story. The widespread beliefthat 
if you kill a snake, its mate will 
return to the same spot to take 
revenge, may be attributed to the 
fact that all snakes have musk, 
which is released when the 
snake is excited. If killed or 


injured the snake releases its 
musk and a nearby snake may 
smell it and come to investigate. 
It certainly hasn’t come to attack 
the man who killed the snake! 

There are several beliefs about 
snakes making people sick. It is 
wrongly said that sand boas 
cause leprosy. The only way to 
learn about snakes is to 
check your facts from a book 
or a person who has studied 
snakes. 

4 
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SNAKE PEOPLE 


Most people arc ready to lice the 
moment they see a snake. But 
there are also those who actively 
seek out snakes. When, for 
example, millions of snake skins 
were being sent abroad from 
India every year, some people 
became professional snake- 
catchers. They earned their 
living by catching snakes and 
selling their skins. They mostly 
caught the large land snakes like 
the rat snake, cobra, Russell's 
viper, python and sand boa. 

In southern India it was Irula 
tribals of Tamil Nadu who 
supplied most of the skins for 
export. We have worked with 
them for over ten years, and 
admire their magical talent for 
finding snakes. Chockalingam 
and Rajendran, Raman and 
Vellai and our many other Irula 
friends know more about snakes 
than you or we could ever hope 
to. One of them has only to see a 
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faint track in the sand, bend 
down to study it, and he can tell 
you that it was a small cobra 
which passed that way barely ten 
minutes ago. He follows the 
track and a hundred metres away 
comes to a rat hole in a patch of 
scrub forest Dig, dig. dig with a 
crowbar and yes! the cobra is at 
home: there is a smooth, very 
fresh track going into the hole. 
More digging as the burrow 
bends this way and that, till 
finally a tail appears. A furious 
cobra is pulled out, hissing 
angrily at having its afternoon 
rest so rudely disturbed. 

The export of snake skins is 
now banned, and some Irulas 
catch snakes for their venom 
instead. This is sold to the Serum 
Institute in l'unc. the King 
Institute in Madras and other 
laboratories where anti-venom 
serum is made. The Irulas have 
formed a society called the Irula 
Snake-catchers Cooperative 
Society where snakes are 
brought and stored in cool mud 
pots. Their venom is extracted 
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three times. The snake is caught 
behind the neck and held over a 
rubber sheet stretched over a 
glass. Angry and frightened, the 
snake is eager to defend itself 
and bites into the sheet. After 
three such extractions a week 
apart, the snake is released back 
into the forest and the venom 
dried into a powder and sold. 

Many states have com- 
munities of snake-catchers. The 


Mahrs of Maharashtra catch the 
small saw-sealed vipers for the 
Haftkinc Institute, which also 
makes anti-venom scrum. 

Outside Bhubaneswar in 
Orissa is Patia, a small village of 
snake-charmers. These snake 
people, all sumamed Das, 
specialize in catching the king 
cobra which lives in the 
mangrove swamps of the Orissa 
coast. They defang the snakes 


and carry them around the 
countryside, displaying them in 
the big cities. 

There is, however, one kind of 
snake-catcher who most of us 
have come across. A neighbour 
in Bombay once asked a “snake- 
catchcr" to rid his compound ol 
snakes and we watched him get 
to work. Asking everyone to 
stand back, he walked around 
ihe garden playing his flute. 
Suddenly, he jumped behind a 
hush and came out holding a 
struggling cobra by the tail. 
Everyone gasped, and he went 
on to pull out four more snakes 
from our friend’s small 
compound, mostly harmless 
sand boas, which he assured us 
wore vipers. On checking the 
cobras more closely we found 
that they had already been neatly 
defanged. This cunning fellow 
had brought his own snakes with 
him! 

The snake-charmer who you 
see on the streets with his flute 
and basket is not a snakc-catcher 
at all. He buys cobras from 
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people who go out and catch 
them, and tears the fangs out for 
his safety. Sometimes the 
snake’s mouth is cruelly stitched 
together. Naturally, all this 
makes the snake very sick. It 
cannot eat without teeth and 
dies within a month or two. The 
cobra you see “dancing" to the 
snake-charmer’s flute is actually 
a very sick, frightened animal 
tired of life. 


Snakes are worshipped in 
many countries of the world. In 
India the gods Shiva and Vishnu 
arc often shown with a snake, 
and there even is a goddess of 
snakebite. In Battis Shirala in 
Maharashtra during the harvest 
festival of Nag Panchmi, men, 
women and children worship 
freshly caught cobras with 
flowers, ghee and money. In the 
United States, there are 


Christian groups who believe 
that if you have faith, even a 
venomous snake cannot harm 
you. They have meetings 
where, rattlesnakes and other 
venomous snakes arc kept in 
boxes. People step forward, put 
their hands inside the boxes and 
pull out the snakes. The> believe 
that even if bitten the person 
won’t die. This has had fatal 
results. 

The Shans of Burma have a 
strange ritual. An expert snake- 
catcher goes into the forest and 
brings back a huge king cobra. 
On an auspicious day, flier snake 
is taken to an open field and 
people surround it. Its basket is 
opened and as it rises to its full 
height, hood spread, a girl walks 
forward, loans over and kisses it 
on top of the head. 

Some people eat snakes. 
There are restaurants in Hong 
Kong where you can choose the 
one you want from a cage full of 
live snakes. Your choice is then 
killed and cooked for you. In the 
Indonesian province of Irian 


Jaya, Rom was invited to a 
Christmas feast by the Korodesis 
on .he Rouffaer river. One of the 
del cades was steamed python! 
(1 Ic reports that it tasted good, a 
lot like chicken.) In our own 
country, tribes like the Chakmas 
of tie north-cast and the Poliyais 
of the south-west make snakes a 
regular part of their diet. To 
others, the fat and meat are 
valuable as medicines. 

In the world of research on 
snakes, some names have 
become legendary. Raymond 
Ditmars, the curator of the 
Bronx Zoo in New York perhaps 
did more than anyone else to 
popularize snakes and 
encourage young people to learn 
about them. His book Snakes of 
ihe World was the biblc of young 
snaKC lovers in the United 
States. PJP Ionides, an English 
army officer who settled in 
Afr.ca, was a hunter and snake- 
catcher, renowned for his 
courage. He caught mambas, 
boomslangs, puff adders and 
other deadly African snakes for 
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zoos and venom centres all over 
the world. 

But for many, the guru of 
snake-men is Bill Haast. who 
until recently had a snake park in 
Miami, Florida. He extracts the 
venoms of snakes from all over 
the world: cobras and kraits from 
India and Pakistan, king cobras 
from Thailand, puff adders and 
mambas from Africa, Australian 
tiger snakes and tai pans- and 
hundreds more. But he is most 
famous for the way he handles 
and extracts venom from the 
massive, 4- -metre king cobra. 
He takes the king cobra out of its 
box and handles it directly 
without tongs, a snake hook or 
any other instrument. Again and 
again he amazes visitors by the 
agile, calm way with which he 


faces the world's deadliest 
snakes. No one has been known 
to survive the bite of the king 
cobra except Bill Haast. And 
how do you think he manages 
this? When young, he decided to 
immunize himself against 
certain snake venoms, and just 
as we gel vaccinated against 
cholera and typhoid he injected 
himself with bigger and bigger 
doses of snake venoms, till his 
body built up an immunity to 
them. Someone joked that he 
had so much venom in his blood 
“that he better not bite anyone” 
Anyway, this has saved him 
when bitten by the king cobra- 
he could not have survived 
otherwise. lie has had over a 
hundred bites from venomous 
snakes. 
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THE VENOMOUS SNAKES 


The Big Four 

There arc 236 species of snakes 
in India. In size, colour and 
habits they can be very different 
from each other. Although 
about 50 of these are venomous, 
most are no threat to man. The 
deadly banded krait of. Bengal, 
for example, rarely bites. Snake- 
charmers hold them around 
their necks as if they were no 
more dangerous than rubber 
pipes! The only venomous 
snakes to be wary of arc those wc 
call the Big Four: the cobra, 
krait. Russell’s viper and saw- 
scaled viper. These are the 
common dangerous sna.ces of 
India that you may come into 
contact with. While you can 
learn about and handle the 
harmless snakes, take cue to 
keep clear of the Big Four. Leave 
them alone and they will do the 
same. Let us take a brief look at 
these important personalities. 


Wc arc all familiar with the 
Cobra, which is one of the best 
known snakes in the world. 
When frightened, cobras raise 
themselves and spread out their 
long rib bones to form their 
famous hood. This is called 
‘'defence display”. By rearing up 
and trying to look bigger, the 
snake is showing its enemy that 
it is a dangerous animal 

Cobras are a widespread 
group of snakes. On the Indian 
subcontinent we have three 
kinds: the monocled. spectacled 
and black. The king cobra is not 
a true cobra. It is only related to 
the cobras though it stands up 
and spreads its hood. The 
spitting cobra of Africa and parts 
of South-East Asia shoots out 
venom from its fangs in the way 
that a person squirts liquid out of 
a syringe. It aims the venom at its 
enemy’s eyes to blind it while it 
makes its escape. 

Cobras are widely hunted in 
India for their skin and this has 
made them shy and timid. They 
are most active at dusk, hunting 


along the edges of paddy fields 
for rats and mice. Although you 
may occasionally see cobras in 
forests, they live mostly in 
cultivated areas- because that’s 
where rats are. 

Cobras lay 10 to 30 eggs 
between June and August, and 
the Irula snake-catchers have 
found that the female stays with 
them until they hatch two 
months later. Wc have found 
cobra eggs in termite mounds. 


rat holes, earth bunds, tree 
hollows and other sheltered 
places. 

The common krait is easy to 
recognize. Its bluish-black body 
has white cross bands and the 
head is short and blunt. Kraits 
grow to 1 -j- metres in length 
and are the most dangerous of 
the Big Four. Krait venom is ten 
times as powerful as that of the 
cobra. Of all Asian land snakes 
its venom is the most toxic. 
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Kraits arc nocturnal. They are 
active at night and rest during 
the day. They arc found 
throughout India and live mostly 
in sandy soil in rat burrows. 
I heir favourite hiding places are 
piles of rubble and bricks which 
provide many nooks and 
• crannies to shelter in. Kraits are 
r y cannibalistic-they eat snakes. 
They also cat rats, lizards and 
■, birds. The female lays about 
^ 10 to 15 eggs and, like the 


cobra, stays with them until they 
hatch. 

The Russell’s viper is a fat. 
bulky snake but it can move with 
surprising speed when in 
clanger. If attacked, it may jump 
like a spring and attack with all 
its might. Its regular chain-likc 
pattern and flat arrow-shaped 
head make it easy to recognize. 
Its fangs arc long and curved, all 
the better to kill rats and other 
prey with. 


The RuwHV viper's t.irgv are 



Like all snakes, Russell's rais. They have living young, 
vipers bite if bothered. But usually 20 to 40 at a time. They 
sometimes not even then. Last are very beautiful and brightly 
year wc had a brush with one coloured, and. like all venomous 
that turned out to be a real snakes, arc equipped with 
gentlemun. Rom heard our dogs venom and fangs from birth, 
barking loudly one night and The saw-scaled viper is the 
went out to see what was wrong, smallest member of the Big Four 
He stepped off the verandah and (in south India it grows to only 
YOUCH 1 felt a rough, vipery 30 ems in length). But this little < 
surface under his foot. That animal is the cause of many bites 
instant a loud hissing filled the as it is common and widely 
night. Rom shot up into the air, distributed. The body has a ' 
landing half a metre away from a brownish and white zigzag 
large metre-long Russell’s viper, pattern and the head, as in all 
He had stepped squarelv-and vipers, is flat. These vipers are 
heavily— on its back, giving it snakes of flat, open country and 
plenty of time to Hash around like hiding under rocks and 
and bite him if it wanted to. This boulders or in low scrub bushes, 
experience taught us to always Tn the Ratnagiri district of 
carry a light at night. Maharashtra, Rom, with the 

While out catching snakes help of the local Mahr snakc- 
with the Irulas we hirve found catchers, found thousands of 
that Russell's vipers like open them under boulders during the 
scrub country best. Cactus rainy season, 
hedges bordering cultivation are Like kraits, saw-scaled vipers 
especially favoured. So while are nocturnal but sometimes can 
walking through thorny hedges be seen in large numbers in the 
and borders watch where you sun after a wet night. Being 
step! Russell’s vipers mostly cat cctothcnnic (cold blooded), all 
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snakes can make themselves learn to identify the Big l our 
warmer or cooler by basking in dangerous snakes. It is easy to 
the sun or lying in the shade, make mistakes because they 
Saw : -scalcd vipers eat a variety of look like other snakes. At first 
prey including mice, small birds, sight the cobra looks a bit like 
lizards and— believe it or not— the non-venomous rat snake; 
• scorpions! They have living blit remember that the rat snake 
young, usually 4 to 8 at a time, has a more pointed head and 
which are just 8 ems at birth. larger eyes. In comparison, the 
For those of us who live in cobra has a rounded head. The 
India, it is very important to krait is often confused with the 
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smaller, harmless wolf snake, through thorny scrub, don’t 
the Russell's viper with the keep looking up into the trces- 
python, and the saw-scaled viper glance down at the path 
with the longer and thinner cat frequently to make sure you 
snake. don’t step on a snake and get 

Once you know about the bitten. Again, when out after 
habits of the Big Four and where dusk he sure to carry a light. You 
they live, you can keep out of may not be as lucky as Rom was 
their way. When walkhg with the Russell’s viper! 


Enlcttlic trail 



other venomous 

SNAKES 


The Big Pour arc the common 
dangerous snakes of India and 
the ones that you have to usually 
watch out for. But there are 
others which you may chance 
upon, though the possibility of 
seeing them is small unless you 
are actually looking for them. 
Snake collectors go to certain 
forests specially to collect pit 
vipers, or to small islands to 
watch sea snakes laying their 
eggs during the breeding season. 
Besides the Big Four there are 
four major groups of venomous 
snakes in India. 

Sea Snakes 

We live on the coast near Madras 
and often watch fishermen 
pulling up their nets outside our 
gate. Sometimes, along with the 
fish being emptied into the big 
woven baskets, there's ci sea 
snake thrashing about. We have 


watched, again and again, the 
fishermen pick up <hc snake by 
its mid- body and throw it back 
into the sea. How carelessly 
these lisherfolk treat this deadly 
venomous snake, for which 
there is no anti-venom serum in 
India! Bui the truth is that sea 
snakes generally do not bite and 
are not a danger to swimmers or 
to fishermen. In the Pacific, wc 
swam up to one which quickly 
dived backwards and dis- 
appeared into a crevice in the 
coral reef. 

There are 20 kinds of sea 
snakes which live and feed in the 
coastal waters of India. The mosi 
common are the hook-nosed and 
the banded sea snakes. All sea 
snakes have fiat, paddlc-like tails 
which help lo propel them 
through the water. They cat fish, 
and this is perhaps why they 
have such powerful venoms. 1 he 
snake must paralyse its slippery 
prey before the latter swims off 
Because they live in the sea. 
we know very little about sea 
snakes. Most species have live 
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young. But one, the amphibious 
sea snake, comes ashore to lay its 
eggs on rocky islands and 
outcrops like ihose in the 
Andamans. On Lion Island, off 
Ihe coast oPNew Guinea, we saw 
several of these snakes one 
afternoon, resting under the 
coolness of fallen leaves. They 
lay in piles like banded spaghetti 
and when one of us stepped on o 
snake by mistake it did not even 
try to bite. 

Sea snakes can hold their 
breath and stay underwater for 
five hou s, diving to depths of 
over 100 metres. Like other 
murine reptiles, such as sea 
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turtles and saltwater crocodiles, 
they have glands through which 
excess salt is expelled by the 
body. 

Pit Vipers 

Pit vipers are so called because 
they have small “pits" between 
the nostrils and the eyes. These 
arc heat detectors, so sensitive 
that they can feel the change in 
temperature when a warm 
blooded animal comes near. 
Even when you blindfold a pit 
viper it can hunt and catch prey. 
Pit vipers are commonly found 
in tea and coffee plantations in 
India, as the elevation and 
climate of the areas where these 
crops are grown suits them best. 
There are over 15 species of pit 
vipers and bites arc fairly 
common. But the venom is not 
very powerful and seldom 
results in death. Among the 
most common species are the 
Malabar and the hump-nosed pit 
vipers. 

Pit vipers are forest snakes. 



They lead secretive lives and 
feed on frogs, lizards and small 
birds. Young pit vipers oltcn use 
a “trick” to attract frogs and 
lizards: they lift their colourful 
tails as a lure and, as the animal 
comes close to investigate it is 
caught. Some pit vipers live in 
trees, others along wet, cool 


stream banks on ihe ground and 
on bushes. 

King Cobras 

King cobras, the largest of the 
world's venomous snakes, have 
the most interesting life story of 
any snake. They are the only 
snakes thai build a nest, and they 
may also pair for life. Rom has 
caught several in the jungles of 

south India and seen females on 
their nests in the steamy, thick 
jungles of the Andaman Islands. 
He found that stories about king 
cobras attacking people are not 
true. They are gentle, highly 
intelligent snakes that are quick 
to get away from h uman s i f given 
the chance. 

In India, king cobras live 
mostly in (lie Western Ghats, the 
hill forests of the north-east and 
the Himalayan foot-hills, which 
arc cool and forested. Inter- 
estingly, they arc also found in 
the steamy, thick jungles of the 
Andaman Islands and the north- 
east coast. They arc often 
reported-and shotl-in lea and 
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coffee estates, which have taken 
over a lot of their habitat. In 
building her nest the female 
scrapes leaves together and 
makes a mound in which she 
lays her 20 to 30 eggs. One nest 
in the Andamans was 30 ems 
high. She stays on or near her 
nest until the eggs hatch 60 days 
later. The brightly banded young 
disperse soon alter hatching. 
King cobras are cannibalistic, 
and cat other snakes. I'hc young 


cat small snakes like keelbacks 
and watersnakes, and the adults 
feed mostly on rat snakes. 

Since king cobras live in dense 
jungle areas, encounters with 
man are rare and there arc no 
recent records of deaths from 
their bites. Bill Haast is one of 
the few known survivors of king 
cobra bites. 

Coral Snakes 

The venomous coral snakes arc 
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brightly coloured, thin snakes of 
which there are 5 species in 
India. The largest, the striped 
coral snake, grows to a metre in 
length and could be dangerous. 
However, there arc no records of 
deaths from coral snake bites in 
India. In America, children 
sometimes pick up the brightly 
coloured coral snakes mistaking 
them for the scarlet king snake 
and other non-venomous 
species, but fortunately there are 
few bites. 


Coral snakes live in many 
different habitats, from scrub 
lands to high up in ihe Himalaya. 
They arc active at night and 
sleep (luring the day under 
leaves, humus or logs. They lay 
eggs. Like many small snakes, 
coral snakes have cunning ways 
of defending themselves against 
their enemies. For example, 
they will wave their colourful 
tails in the air to draw attention 
away front the head. 
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wives remedies, mantras and linger under the cloth, 
herbal preparations. But all bites from venomous 

if you arc bitten by a snake, try snakes do not lead to death. Very 
to remain calm. When a person few are fatal. Just as every 
is frightened or excited his blood mosquito bile does not cause 
circulates faster, and the venom malaria, so every snakebite does 
will spread quicker too. Next a not cause poisoning. Most of the 
cloth tourniquet or band should snake people \vc know have had 
be tied above .he bite. If you “dry bites”, whichmcans that no 
have a bite on the hand, tie it on venom was injected. But since 
the upper arm. If the snake biles some snake venoms (like that of 
the loot or leg, tie it on the th igh. the krait) do not have immediate 
It should not be too tight. You effect even in a bad bite, it is wise 
should be able to slip a to go to hospital. 


SNAKEBITE 


In the old days, before anti- made against man. Snakes 
venom was made in India, there inhabited the earth long before 
was good reason to fear snakes, we did! 

There was no cure for snakebite I here are two kinds of snake 

so a nip from a venomous snake venom. One alfects the nerves 
could lead to death. However, by (the venom of the cobra and 
the early 1900s anti-venom krait). the other the blood (that 
serum was produced by the of the vipers). Polyvalent unti- 
HafBcine Institute in Bombay It venom is effective against the 
is a wonder drug which saves bites of the Big Four, 
thousands of lives each year. If someone gets bitten by a 
Anti-venom is made by injecting 
tiny doses of snake venom into 
horses. The horses build up an 
immunity to the venom. Their 
blood is ihen used to make the 
life-sa\ing anti-venom. What is 
really remarkable is the speed 
with which it acts. Wc have seen 
a man bitten by a cobra who was 
almost totally paralysed; he 
seemed too fir gone for help. But 
with the anti-venom serum. 

Natesan 
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was sitting up and 
drinking tea within half an hour. 

Snake venom is actually a kind 
of highly evolved saliva which 



THE HARMLESS 
SNAKES 




Tree Snakes 

Tree snakes are (hin, long and 
Fast moving. They have good 
eyesight, which helps them hum 
lizards, tree frogs and birds in 
tree tops and bushes. Once 
spotted the prey is caught 
quickjy, on the run. As tree 
snakes have 10 stalk and catch 
their prey in the open during the 
day, they depend on their 
eyesight and speed. 

In India there are three main 
groups of tree snakes: the 
bronzebacks, the vine snakes 
and the cat snakes The common 
bronzeback tree snake is found 
throughout India, being often 
seen in gardens and inside palm- 
leaf roofs where it seeks shade 
and shelter. This is the snake 
that gardeners frequently 
glimpse as it zips through a bed 
of flowers or a potted fern. Its 
colouring is a beautiful dark 
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brown with a lighter bronze 
stripe. The overall effect is 
chocolate-like. 

The prey of the bronzebacks 
include the fast, shiny lizards 
known as skinks. We watched a 
bronzeback outside our window 


as it caught a skink which pointed heads make them easy 
promptly shed its tail (have you to recognize. The common vine 
ever seen a lizard do this?;. The snake is found all over India, 
bronzeback paused to swallow When frightened, it breathes 
the tail, then dug into the sand hard and fills its body with air. 
and got the rest of the skink too. This shows up the white-and- 

Bronzcbacks are wiry and black checkered pattern 

athletic snakes, jumping from between the scales. With this 
branch to branch when fleeing checker-board pattern and wide 
or chasing prey. The female lays pink mouth it looks impressive, 
about 6 small long eggs in a hole Vine snakes bear about 8 living 
or crevice. In south India the young which are . snub-nosed 
young hatch around early June, replicas of the parents. There are 
in time to catch the frogs and several hill species which maybe 
other creatures that emerge with brownish or orange, with a less 
the first rains. pointed head. 

The second group of tree Cat snakes are so called 
snakes are the vine snakes, because of their large eyes and 
These are the cartoons of the nocturnal habits. They arc very 
snake world, with long, pointed thin, longsnakes which use their 
heads and baleful eyes. Their feathery tongues to “smell” food: 
bright green colouring and geckos, other lizards, mice, small 
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•birds. Cat snakes lay 6 to 8 eggs. 
They arc “rear fanged” which 
means that they have long teeth 
in the back of the mouth, and 
Forsten's cat snake, which grows 
to 2 metres can give a painful 
bite. Most of the 1 1 species ere 
hill snakes but the common cat 
snake is found in ihe plains as 
well. II is often confused with ihe 
venomous saw-scaled viper. The 


cat snake is much thinner and is 
often found in the palm-leaf 
roofs of huts. 

But the most spectacular of 
the tree snakes is the flying 
snake. It is hard to believe that 
this snake actually glides down 
30-metre high forest trees to the 
ground! It "flies" by flattening its 
body and sailing down like a 
paper rocket. We have kepi ihese 
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beautiful snakes in captivity and 
fed them geckos, mice and frogs. 
Their colouring is spectacular: 
black with yellow and white 
markings, and splashes of red. 
Flying snakes lay eggs, usually 
around 6 to 10 at a time. 

Watcrsnakes 

As their name suggests, 
walersnakes spend most of their 
time in water. They eat frogs and 


fish. None of the Indian 
freshwater snakes are 
venomous- but if you pick one 
up. watch out for its sharp teeth! 
Braekish-waler snakes have a 
mild venom io help them catch 
their prey. But the venom is not 
harmful to man. 

Watcrsnakes are average-sized 
snakes: not too thin and noi too 
fat. They do not move fast on 
land like tree snakes but take 
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their time getting around. Once but are mostly snakes of the 
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in the water, however, they arc plains and lower hills. The 
strong, swift swimmers. checkered keelback varies in 

Most of the 20 or more kinds colour from black to yellow, with 
of watersnakes in India are a . black-and-white checked 
•‘kcclbacks” which means that pattern. It has black streaks on 
each scale has a tiny fold in it. the eye and a long head. It is 
The most common freshwater active both during the day and at 
snakes are the checkered night. We have seen them flatten 
keelback and the olive keelback. their heads and rear up like 
Both are widely found in India cobras when frightened. A 
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freshly caught checkered know about the olive keelback is 
keelback is a real biter. The that it cats mosquito larvae; 
female lays her 20 to 40 eggs in a another friendly serv ice that 
hole or tunnel, and stays with snakes do free of cost! 
them until hatching time. Another well-known waler- 

The olive keelback has a snake is the dog-faced water- 
thinner head than its checkered snake, a common inhabitant of 
cousin, and its body is dark muddy estuarine creeks, salt 
green. It is a cool-headed snake pans and brackish ponds and 
which almost never bites (unless rivers near the sea. It is grey with 
you arc a tadpole or frog!). One black markings on the back, and 
of the most interesting things we two stripes running behind each 
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eye. It is a rough, dull snake, one 
of the six species of "rear- 
langod” swamp snakes in India. 

A typical "dog-face” habitat is 
near our home where we 
sometimes go fishing at night. It 
is a brackish tidal crock. At night 
in flashl ight the mud seems to be 
alive with grey bodies. We have 
watched "dog-faccs” catch and 
swallow spiny fish and perform 
elaborate territorial dances in 
the pale moonlight. On land this 


snake is one of the "side 
winders”. In rapid movement, it 
does a kind of sideways leap. All 
brackish watersnakes give birth 
toabout 10 to30youngatatimc. 

During the rains when friends 
tell you that they have seen large 
numbers of snakes crossing the 
road, these are invariably 
watersnakes. When we are called 
to catch a snake in somebody’s 
house it is usually a watersnake. 
And when Nomeone boasts 
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about having killed a venomous 
snake, it is very often a harmless 
watersnake. 

Watersnakes were killed in 
lakhs for the skin industry once 
rat snakes and cobras became 
hard to find. 

to 

Burrowing Snakes 

Burrowing snakes live 
underground. Of course, there 
are also other snakes that go 
underground to escape the heat 
of the sun and to hide from 
predators. But burrowers arc the 
only ones that can dig their own 
holes. The others have to depend 
on holes made by crabs, rats and 
termites. The burrowing snake's 
skull is as powerful as the point 
of a crowbar. Its stocky body and 
strong neck muscles make it easy 
for the snake to bulldoze its way 
through soft soil. The species 
from the hills are so dependent 
on remaining cool that they 
often die when held in a human 

hand (which usually has a 
temperature of about 37"C). 

There are three groups of 


burrowing snakes in India: the 
small worm snakes (often 
mistaken for worms), the 
shieldtails or uropeltids, and the 
sand boas. 

Worm Snakes 

There arc 14 species of worm 
snakes, all of which belong to the 
genus lyphiina. It is easy to 
mistake most of them for worms, 
until you see the tiny eyes and 
minute shiny scales. The 
commonest one is reddish 
brown and found throughout 
India. Scientists were startled to 
find that they could not locate 
any males in this genus and 
discovered that worm snakes are 
“parthcnogcnic”. That is, a 
female can fertilize her own 5 to 
8 eggs without the help of a male. 

Worm snakes are found in 
moist, wet earth or under leaves. 
They feed on worms . and 
maggots which they hunt 
underground. When handled, 
like all burrowers, these snakes 
poke with their tails in defence. 
This gives people the idea that 
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they are stinging with their 
tails- which of course no snake 
is capable of doing. 

Shieldtails 

While looking for snakes in the 
hills of southern India \vc often 
come across these small stubby 
snakes. Their scales arc smooth 
and glossy. It is interesting that 
shieldtails have very colourful 
bellies, while the back is usually 


a dull colour. This combination 
helps the snake greatly in its 
survival against predators. The 
back is an effective camouflage, 
while the bright colour of the 
belly misleads snake-eaters into 
thinking it is distasteful. 
Shieldtails have a special shiny 
iridescence which prevents dirt 
and mud from slicking to their 
bodies. There are over 40 of 
these remarkable snakes in the 


hills of south and central India. 
They have living young, 
generally 3 to 5, and feed on 
earthworms and larvae. 

Each hill range has at least one 
distinct species which has 
evolved completely separately 
from its cousins. These snakes 
are therefore of great interest to 
scientists studying the evolution 


ofanimals. Each group develops 
its special characteristics so that 
it can survive in its specific 
environment. Just as the giraffe 
developed a long neck in order to 
cat the leaves that ihc other 
grazing animals of Africa could 
not reach, each species of 
shieldtail has developed its own 
specialities to help it feed and 
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escape from predators. 

Shieldtails are forest snakes 
and the cutting down of 
thousands of acres of trees every 
year has made them rare ir. many 
areas. When large forest trees are 
cut down, the soil and air 
underneath heat up imme- 
diately, killing all the small 
animals and plants that an only 
live in cool, shady places. 

Sand Boas 

Sand boas are related to the well- 
known boa constrictor of South 
America. They are also closely 
related to the python. All these 
non-venomous snakes kill their 
prey by squeezing them :n their 
muscular coils. There are two 
species of sand boas in India. 
Both are stocky, thick-bodied 
snakes, especially suited for 
underground activities but the 
common sand boa has a 
blotched pattern of spots and 
wavy bonds and a very rough, 
keeled, dull body while the red 
sand boa is very different: it is 
reddish brown, smoo'.h and 


glossy However, the greatest 
dissimilarity is in the tail. The 
red sand boa (which is black in 
north-west India) has a tail so 
blunt that it looks as though it 
has been chopped olT. In 
temperament too they do not 
resemble each other. The 
common sand boa is easily 
irritated and is quick to strike 
and bite, while the red sand boa 
has great patience and will never 
bite. Tli is makes it an ideal snake 
for a child to be introduced to. 
Sand boas mostly eat rodents, 
which makes them another 
friend of the farmer. We have 
watched a tiny new-born sand 
boa catch and kill a little mouse 
with as much confidence and 
skill as a giant python might 
display in catching a wild boar 
for dinner. Sand boas have live 
young, usually 6 to ft, and newly 
hatched boas cat small mice, 
lizards, birds and insects. 
Recently, our son heard some 
birds squawking in alarm and 
ran out to find a babbler tightly 
held in the coils of a sand boa 
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which had obviously been lying 
in wait for an unwary bird to hop 
by. 

Land Snakes 

Many different kinds of large 
land snakes arc found in the 
plains of India. The rat snake or 
dhaman is one of these, as is the 
famous python. Others like the 
trinket and the royal snake are 


them as often. There are also a 
number of smaller land snakes 
which are widespread like the 
kukri, the wolf snake and the 
racer. 

Rat Snakes 

Rat snakes arc large, fast moving 
snakes which grow to a length of 
2r metres. Their size and colour 
are similar to the cobras. Rat 


also common, but we don’t see snakes are found wherever rats 
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arc prevalent. So, of course, they which the contestants aon i get 
are often found in rice fields. As hurt. But it is always between 
hill forests are cleared and males and has nothing to do with 
agriculture spreads to the slopes, mating, as people claim, 
rat 'snakes too are spreading Because rat snakes are the most 
‘•upwards". We recently saw one frequently seen large Indian 
2,000 metres up in Palnis. snakes, myths and stories about 
Formerly they were rarely seen them are common, 
above 1,000 metres. 

The rat snake is active during Pythons 
the day, hunting for rodents. Pythons arc among the largest 
lrogs and birds dong fields and snakes in the world. They grow 
in bushes. Urge rat snakes can to 8 or 9 metres in length and 
uive a painful bite and arc quick have enough muscle power to 
to defend themselves. We have overcome and swallow a lull- 
heard them growl throatily, like grown leopard. The two species 
the king cobra, when first of pythons toundin India are the 
caucht The colour varies from Indian rock python, which lives 
jet black all the way to yellowish in both scrub forest and dense 
or brown. The female lays about jungle throughout the country. 
8 to 16 eggs and the young start and the regal python which is 
their diet on frogs. During the found in riorth-cast India and the 
breeding season, male rat snakes Nicobar Islands. The one there 
perform' a combat dance. '1 his is is a possibility of your seeing « 
actually their way of protecting the rock python although the 
the area they live in and snake-skin industry has all bui 
preventing other male snakes wiped it out in many areas, 
from coming into their territory. Rock pythons grow to 6 metres 
• Many other snakes also in length and arc heavy bodied 
perform this wrestling match in smooth snakes with a browr 
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blotchy pattern much like that of 
the common sand boa. An 
interesting feature of pythons is 
that they have “spurs”. Snakes 
have evolved from lizard-like 
reptiles with legs, and the 
python and boas are the only 
snakes which have not 
completely lost their legs. They 
live in cool, damp caves, tree 
stumps and hollows. They hunt 
at night for small mammals and 
other prey. They can go for days 
without eating, but must have 
water. One specimen in a zoo 
didn’t eat for two years. 

Female rock pythons lay up to 
100 eggs between March and 
June and stay with them for the 
80 days till they hatch. When 
herpetologists (those who study 
snakes) first discovered that 
pythons stay with their eggs, 
they thought that the snake was 


safeguarding the eggs from 
predators like the mongoose and 
the wild pig. We now know that 
the mother python also keeps 
the eggs free from fungus, 
maintains them at the right 
dampness, and protects them 
from ants. But most wonderful 
of all, she can control the 
temperature at which they arc 
incubating. She can raise her 
own body temperature by 
jerking her muscles. The taster 
she jerks the warmer she gets, 
thus warning up the eggs. 

Discoveries like this are 
constantly being made about 
snakes, because there is still a lot 
to be learnt about these 
fascinating creatures. Studying 
snakes is. thus not only 
interesting but there is also great 
scope for making new 
discoveries in the field. 


SNAKES AS PETS 

Several species of harmless 
snakes arc easily lamed in 
captivity and make good pets. In 
the United States many young 
children keep snakes in 
modified aquariums called 
“terrariums”. In India, the 
trinket snake, sand boa, striped 
keelback and checkered 
keelback are four species that 
become very tame and are easy 
to feed. The trinket and safad boa 
can be fed mice, and the wo 
kcclbacks take frogs and fish. 

An ordinary fish aquarium 
with a secure top and adequate 
ventilation is all you need to 
keep a small snake at home. As 


long as the terrarium is kept very 
clean, fresh drinking water 
provided and the snake is fed at 
least once a week it should 
thrive. A freshly caught snake 
has to be handled gently and 
carefully as it is bound to be 
frightened and on the defensive. 
Gentle, patient- handling can % 
overcome th is fear and the snake 
will probably become tame. But 
don't expect them to wag their 
tails and come when they’re 
called! 

Since it is difficult to give 
snakes exactly the conditions 
they need, some may not do too 
well in captivity, others refuse to 
feed or spend all their time trying 
to escape. These should be put 
back into ihe wild. 
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